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A 病院は、東京にあるベッド数 500 床台の総合病院である。緩和ケア病
棟は、1995 年開棟されており現在 20 床を有する。入院患者のほとんどは
がん患者であり、がんに対しての積極的治療は行なわず、痛みやその他がん
に起因する症状にたいして対症療法を行なっている。病棟の職員は、医師 2
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Spiritual Pain: An Ambiguous Concept
by Hideaki MATSUOKA
“Spirituality” and “spiritual” are, in Japan, words that have been widely used 
since the 1990s. The domains in which these words have been frequently 
employed are: (i) medicine and nursing, (ii) certain subcultures, and (iii) aca-
demia. In this article, I examine the near-death and end of life experiences of 
two Japanese Christians to explore the concept of “spiritual pain.”
In the first example, Dr. Fujii, a professor of thanatology at a Japanese 
university, was born into a Christian family and started following the reli-
gion when she was in junior high school. She had believed that she would 
be called by God and joyfully go to heaven when she died. At the age of 28, 
she survived a serious disease which included whole body paralysis. However, 
when she felt she was about to die, she actually did hope to continue living 
instead. After she recovered from her critical condition, she accepted her own 
limitations, and experienced a feeling that can be categorized as one kind of 
spiritual pain.
In the second case; Mr. Aoki (pseudonym) in a palliative care ward where 
I have been carrying out anthropological fieldwork, had lived a satisfying life, 
and was also a Christian. In conversation with him for about two hours and 
half in all, only once I heard a phrase that might express his spiritual pain; a 
sense of his having sinned. It is generally supposed that religious people are 
to frequently mention “spiritual pain” and/or “spirituality” in their near-death 
experiences or in the last moments of their lives. However, these two devoted 
Christians rarely did so. Furthermore, there is no consensus in the defini-
tion of “spiritual pain.” Thus I conclude that the important thing is not to 
persist in trying to understand the “spiritual pain” of a dying patient, and not 
to strictly define the term. Instead we can merely be with the person, care for 
his/her needs, and give spiritual care.
